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Abstract 
The Twelve-Year Basic Education Program in Taiwan  tries to shift the test-centered pedagogy to a more holistic-education one 
by including service learning in the ‘excess application sequencing score’ which determine students’ order to be recruited by high 
schools. The purpose of the study is to find out how students perceive service learning in this new policy. Six ninth graders from 
a complete high school were interviewed with six questions in the study. Though students were pushed to do their service 
learning, the results show they did learn something and even enjoy their service experiences, which preliminarily indicates that 
effort to implement this new policy is worthwhile. Related recommendations are proposed for the government, schools, teachers, 
and parents. Further studies are necessary to evaluate this new policy by data from more comprehensive sources. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Taiwan has undergone some major education reforms in the last two decades. One of the major purposes of these 
education reforms is to shift the test-centered pedagogy to a more holistic-education one. Starting from April 10th in 
1994, there are a lot of important changes in Taiwan’s education system, like establishing more high schools and 
universities, launching of multi-optional admission system for high schools and universities, and launching of nine-
year integrated curriculum for compulsory education. Following these reform actions is another major change that 
is in progress - the Twelve-Year Basic Education Program.  
 
 
* Tsung-Ming Liu. Tel.: +886-958-116-407 
E-mail address: s101402901@ncnu.edu.tw 
 2015 Published by Elsevier Lt . This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center.
76   Tsung-Ming Liu /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  197 ( 2015 )  75 – 82 
    One of the most significant features of the Twelve-Year Basic Education Program is the open-admissions 
system, which means that students do not have to take entrance exams to apply for high schools like what have been 
done during the past decades. In the past, the test-centered admission system was criticized for inflicting too much 
pressure on students who need to spend a lot of time studying for tests to enter the best schools. The open-
admissions system takes service learning into consideration when there are more than desired number of students 
applying for a certain high school. It encourages junior high school students to fulfill six hours of service learning 
each semester so that they can earn points in the service learning item of the excess application sequencing score. 
For the year 2014, the full score is three points, which means that students need to do the service learning for three 
semesters. The excess application sequencing score determines the recruiting order of each student when the 
number of applicants exceeds the quota of recruiting. This new policy, in hopes of helping students develop altruism 
and social responsibility, is designed to modify the traditional test-centered admission policy which was considered 
to be harmful for narrowing down education to mere test preparation. The present study aims at understanding junior 
high school students’ perceptions of service learning in Twelve-Year Basic Education Program, which is one of the 
important factors by which we evaluate the appropriateness of this new policy.  
 
2. Service Learning in Taiwan 
 
2.1 Definition of service learning 
 
Service learning, also referred to as service-learning, is not new in the education field. In the United States, 
service learning began in the early 1970s (Guthrie & McCracken, 2010). Nevertheless, researchers have defined 
service learning differently in their studies for several decades. Service learning can be a teaching/learning method 
(Lake & Jones, 2008; Osman, 2011), a form of education (Guthrie & McCracken, 2010; Werder & Strand, 2011), or 
a pedagogy (Segrist, 2013). To date, there still isn’t a commonly agreed definition of the term. Nonetheless, a 
review of recent studies shows there is growing consensus that service learning comprises two complex concepts: 
service, referring to community action, and learning, referring to efforts to learn from that action (Stanton, Giles, & 
Cruz, 1999). The present study regard service learning as a pedagogy which integrates service activities into 
academic curricula so that students can learn through real-life experiences (Segrist, 2013).  
Community service is a similar term that is often mixed up with service learning. While differentiating the two 
may be difficult, it is helpful to adopt the example composed by the National Youth Leadership Councilġ
to see their differences. (Clipolle, 2010, p.4). 
     
· Cleaning up a riverbank is (COMMUNITY) SERVICE. 
· Sitting in a science classroom looking at water samples under a microscope is LEARNING. 
· Science students taking samples from local water sources, then analyzing the samples, documenting the results   
  and presenting the scientific information to a pollution control agency is SERVICE LEARNING. 
 
    By the example we can comprehend that when students undertake a community service task, they do something 
for the good of the community. Whether they learn something from that service isn’t the primary concern of that 
action. When they undertake service learning tasks, they are learning from their service action and what they learn 
may be closely related to one of their school curricula. The service and the learning are equally important in that 
action. To sum up, there are two dimensions in service learning: the service dimension and the learning dimension. 
In the brochure of Twelve-Year Basic Education Program published by Ministry of Education, there is no clear 
definition of the term service learning, but it states clearly ‘that students during high school years can join school 
service, community service or performance and so on’. (Ministry of Education, 2012, p. 30). From the statement we 
can infer that definition of service learning by Ministry of Education is nearly the same as community service. 
 
2.2 Service Learning in Taiwan’s education 
 
    Taiwan began to promote service learning in the early 1990s (Lin, Wu, Wu, Pan, & Liao, 2014). Today, every 
college in Taiwan has service learning opportunities which are either integrated into normal curriculum or provided 
by service-based clubs, which are outside normal curriculum and are usually more of community service than 
service learning. To provide sufficient information about service learning, many colleges set up special websites 
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where students can find all about service learning in their colleges so that they can participate.  Sophisticated service 
learning programs are very common in higher education and less service learning programs can be found in primary 
and secondary schools. Presumably college students are adults and can carry out more complex service learning 
tasks than do primary and secondary education students. 
 Nevertheless, there is no argument that there shouldn’t be service learning for students below college level. If 
fact there are still some service learning programs in primary and secondary schools where educators think highly of 
service learning and are willing to provide such programs outside the normal curricula to help students develop 
altruism and civic responsibility. In 2000, public service courses for junior high schools and above were 
implemented in Taipei City. Tenth and Eleventh graders were required to finish eight hours of public service, which 
will be used in their application to colleges (Li, 2013).  
 
2.3 Service learning in the Twelve-Year Basic Education Program  
 
The Twelve-Year Basic Education Program started from seventh graders throughout Taiwan in 2012 and will 
gain its first complete circle in 2014, including the admission to high schools (Ministry of Education, 2012). The 
first cohort of students under the program are required to complete six hours of service learning each semester from 
grade eight to get one point for the service. Students who fulfill the requirement in three consecutive semesters will 
get three points, the highest for this item in the excess application sequencing points (Ministry of Education, 2012).  
    The inclusion of service learning hours in the admission to high schools in the Twelve-Year Basic Education 
Program is supposed to increase the participation of service learning in junior high schools. The purpose of the 
inclusion is to advance schools’ and students’ attention on moral education so that students have more holistic 
development. 
 
3. Methodology 
 
    To understand students’ perception of service learning, the present study interviewed six ninth grade students 
from a high school. All participants were conveniently sampled first-year Twelve-Year Basic Education Program 
students who graduated from junior high school in 2014. Participants are asked the following questions to manifest 
how they perceive the definition of service learning, the purpose of the policy, the importance of the service action, 
their own service experience, their motivation of doing service learning, and the social influence that affects their 
service attitude. 
ġ
1. In your opinion, what is service learning? 
2. In your opinion, why did the Ministry of Education include service learning in the excess application sequencing     
   score?  
3. Do you feel that service learning is important to junior high school students? Why? 
4. What service learning did you do? How did you feel about it? 
5. Without service learning points, are you still willing to do that? Why? 
6. Is your attitude toward service influenced by people, like your family, teachers, classmates, or the media? How? 
 
The participants are interviewed in Mandarin Chinese, while their responses are recorded and translated into 
English by the researcher who is also an English teacher. In the following statement and discussion of the results, 
the participants are referred to as Jenny, Allen, Henry, Sam, Cindy, and Nancy. 
 
4. Results and Discussion 
 
    The purpose of the present study is to understand students’ perceptions of service learning in Taiwan’s newly 
implemented Twelve-Year Basic Education Program. Service learning in the program is regarded as a means to 
facilitate students’ development of altruism by including it in the high school application process.  Based on the 
results we have gained some understanding of students’ perceptions of the definition, the purpose, the importance, 
the service action, the motivation, and the social influence of service learning. 
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4.1 Students’ perception of the definition of service learning 
 
The present study defines service learning as a pedagogy which integrates service activities into academic 
curricula so that students can learn through real-life experiences (Segrist, 2013). Results shows that most 
participants’ perception of service learning is helping others in school or outside school, which basically means 
community service.  
 
‘Service learning…it should be helping others in need and serve them. There’s no feeling of reluctance.’ (Jenny-
Q1)         
‘I think it should be helping our community or teachers, something like that.’ (Allen-Q1) 
 ‘What is service learning? Well, when you serve, you may learn something that may help you in the future, like 
how to get along with people and how to do things.’ (Henry-Q1) 
‘I think it is something that helps add points to our report cards.’(Sam-Q1) 
   ‘Do something for school or outside school.’(Cindy-Q1) 
   ‘Maybe it’s something like being a volunteer. …Actually I am not so sure.’ (Nancy-Q1)  
 
Students’ definitions mostly focus on the behavioural level of the term and ignore cognitive and emotional levels. 
None of the students’ answers can be regarded as precise description of service learning probably because ‘in 
everyday life people use expressions that they understand in general but have a hard time articulating’ (Cipolle, 
2010, p. 3). However, the notion of service learning as community service is clear. It is held by most participants 
that giving service or help to others is the core of the term. Their answers also imply their service activities are 
independent of normal curricula. These are basically the features of community service. In the Twelve-Year Basic 
Education Program, the purpose of service learning is to make schools and students attach more importance to moral 
education so that students have a whole person development, and it should be implemented from early childhood. 
To achieve this goal, students need to offer service at school or the community as service learning (Ministry of 
Education, 2012). In terms of the design of the policy, service learning has been understood in the way it is intended 
by the policy makers. Nevertheless, students’ understanding of service learning as community service has evidently 
ristricted their sensibility to the cognitive and emotional levels of service learning. 
 
4.2. Students’ perception of the purpose of service learning policy  
    
    The present study finds that students have different patterns of interpretation of why service learning policy is 
enacted. Two levels of interpretation emerge from these responses: the behavioral level and the cognitive level. 
Most participants perceived the purpose of service learning in the behavioral level, as the responses of Jenny, Allen, 
Cindy and Nancy. Only two boys, Allen and Henry, slightly touched the cognitive level by proposing the ability 
needed in the future. Sam is the only participant who shows no understanding, which is probably because it’s too 
complicated for him or he didn’t bother to think about it.  
 
‘Well, I think it should be that we do our best the gain the points. Then it pushes us to serve others. And in the 
open-admissions, we can easily gain the points because our school will arrange everything for students.’(Jenny-Q2) 
‘Well, I think it would help us to be able to help others when we become adults. So it includes service 
learning.’(Allen-Q2) 
‘It probably wants us to understand the trend of our society. It makes us understand better how to help our school 
and the society.’(Henry-Q2) 
 ‘I am not sure.’(Sam-Q2) 
 ‘It wants us to learn more about service.’ (Cindy-Q2) 
 ‘I think because many children nowadays tend to stay at home most of the time and do not go out. They devoted 
most of their energy to preparing for tests. I think they need to value other things, too.’ (Nancy-Q2) 
 
    Decades ago, educational policies in Taiwan were made by adults, usually educational professionals, in the 
government through a series of complex processes. What students were supposed to do was only one thing: follow 
the rules that adults made for them and said nothing because they were not mature enough to have a say in the policy 
making. However, modern students are encouraged to develop critical thinking skills (Marin & Halpern, 2011) , so 
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students’ understanding of a new policy is desirable because it helps them fit in with the new policy quicker and 
better. Service learning is just such a policy that deserves students’ understanding. The present study reveals most 
participants interpreted the purpose of service learning in behavioural domain and lacked cognitive understanding. 
 
4.3 Students’ perception of the importance of service learning  
    
Judging the answers by the participants in the present study, several patterns emerges. Jenny’s response presents a 
person-dependent pattern. Allen, Henry, Sam, and Cindy’s answers shows an important pattern, while Nancy’s 
answer exhibits a moderately important pattern. No participant maintains it’s not important.  
‘Important or not? I think we can’t say things like that. Whether it’s important or not depends the individual. To 
me the importance is moderate. (Jenny-Q3) 
  ‘Quite important, I think. Students can actively join some activities or do something for the teacher.’(Allen-Q3) 
‘I guess it’s quite important, because we will grow up some day and join the society. We can understand something 
beforehand so that we can be prepared.’(Henry-Q3) 
   ‘Very important. Because it add points us when we apply for high schools. Besides, we can learn to help others.’ 
(Sam-Q3) 
‘It’s important. Because we need to use the service learning hours when we apply to high schools.’ (Cindy-Q3) 
‘I think it’s moderately important. Some students only do it for service learning hours. After they gain the points, 
they stop. Some will go on doing voluntarily.’ (Nancy-Q3). 
 
From the statement of the purpose of service learning in the Twelve-Year Basic Education Program, we can 
easily identify the assumption held by the Ministry of Education that moral education was more or less overlooked 
in the past, and the introduction of service learning will amend that. Therefore, it is important to know how students 
identify the importance of service learning. Based on the answers above, the importance of service learning was 
highly recognized by the students.      
 
 
4.4 Students’ perception of the service learning experience 
 
    The present study finds there are several kinds of jobs that the participants do for their service learning, 
including doing chores in the school administrative branch, public service institution, and the social care 
institution. What they did for service learning was determined by their personal background and prefenences. The 
most commonly served organization is the library – including school library and public one in the community. It is 
probable that the library is one of the organizations that constantly need additional help from outside its staff. 
Arranging books, for example, is a lot of work and, more often than not, needs additional manpower. Junior high 
school students, with a little training, are usually capable of doing this kind of job. That’s why the participants in 
the  
present study find most opportunities to do their service learning at libraries.  
 
‘I helped arranged books for our school library, and I also went to an elderly care center for a short visit with 
my class. In the library, I sometimes felt the job was troublesome because it’s tiring to put the books in the right 
places. Sometimes I felt good because I know it’s convenient for people to find books when the books are in the 
right places. I feel it’s worth the time to bring convenience to people. In the elderly care center, I performed an 
entertainment program to make the elderly happy. It’s better than in the library because it’s direct service for 
people, unlike the indirect service in the library. (Jenny-Q4) 
‘I cleaned the floor and arranged books for the public library in town. And I also helped decorate the classrooms 
and restrooms there. It’s not a bad doing to do service there. The librarians let me take a break once in a while. I 
didn’t feel too tired.’(Allen-Q4) 
 ‘In school I checked out the musical instruments for our school wind band and traditional Chinese music band. 
Outside school I went to the public library in town. When I checked out the instruments, I need to be very careful. 
Sometimes I need to open the instrument case to make sure if everything is there. Then I need to mark what I have 
checked. In the library I cleaned the floor and arranged books. Arranging books is more difficult because I need to 
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put the books in the right places according to the book number. Sometimes I need to move books from one place to 
another. When arranging books, I have to be careful. If a book is not in the right place, I can’t just ignore it. I have 
to put it back where it should be.’(Henry-Q4) 
‘I went to the library to hang pictures and arrange documents. I feel good about it, though it’s a little tough. It 
can add points to me and I can learn something. I realized that doing a job is not easy. When I have a job in the 
future, it can be tougher. (Sam-Q4) 
‘I ran some public errands for Student Affairs Office at our school. I served as the judge of the Neat and Clean 
Competition for senior high school department classrooms and restrooms, and later for junior high school 
department classrooms. I learned that being earnest is the key to fairness.’ (Cindy-Q4) 
‘I was a volunteer here in our school library. I also helped in my father’s cleaning squad of Nantou City 
Government. In the library I helped move the book boxes, arrange the books, and check bookshelves. Moving the 
book boxes is pretty hard. Arranging the books is easy. In my dad’s cleaning squad, I helped with exchanging the 
recycled waste for prizes. I learned that many people are doing environmental protection. Many people bring their 
recycled waste and sometimes there aren’t enough prizes for them.’ (Nancy-Q4) 
 
 Participants’ feeling towards service learning is mostly positive, including positive thoughts and positive 
emotions. Positive thoughts include the perception that what they do is meaningful to the society or to the 
participant himself/herself. Positive emotion includes the joy deriving from the direct action to make others happy 
or being treated well by the staff of the institution in which they serve, indicating students’ service learning 
experience have yielded good results. Service learning is a concept derived from John Dewey’s ‘learning by doing’ 
philosophy (Lin et al., 2014).  From the answers above, we can tell that students did learn something from their 
service experiences. 
 
4.5 Students’ perception of the motivation for service learning 
 
According to the responses of the participants, four of them (Jenny, Allen, Sam, and Nancy) will not do the 
service if it is not included in admission to high schools, which indicates that their motivation is extrinsic. What 
they do is for the sake of getting the service learning hours by which they can achieve their goal of entering their 
favorite high schools. Henry and Cindy both affords a positive answer. Henry, however, seems less motivated 
because his service activities are not in high priority. This implies his motivation may be intrinsic, but not very 
strong. Cindy has the most positive answer to the motivation question, and she enjoys serving others, which 
indicates she her motivation to do service learning is intrinsic.  
 
‘No. I knew that open admissions in Twelve-Year Basic Education requires learning service points, so I did it. If  
the service learning hours are not required, I probably won’t do it. I do it because it’s required in the admission.’ 
(Jenny-Q5) 
‘Probably not. If service learning hours are not included in the admission, I won’t intentionally spend my time 
doing it.’ (Allen-Q5) 
‘Well, probably I will. I need to consider if there is something else at home. I have to consider the time problem.’ 
(Henry-Q5) 
‘Probably not. Without the encouragement of service learning hours, I may not have the same willingness to do 
that.’ (Sam-Q5) 
 ‘Yes. I will do it. We should help as much as possible. We shouldn’t stop doing service just because there are no 
service learning hours. I think it should be so. And I enjoy serving others.’ (Cindy-Q5) 
‘Probably not. Because I am sometimes busy on Saturday and Sunday.’(Nancy-Q5) 
 
Motivation has been widely and intensively studied for years. One of the most famous theories of motivation is 
the self-determination theory (SDT) which claims there are three types of behavioral motivation: intrinsic 
motivation, extrinsic motivation and amotivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Intrinsic motivation is the inner force to do 
something when the behavior is done out of pleasure or for the sake of enjoyment. Extrinsic motivation is the force 
to do something for the sake of other things beyond the activity itself (Clark, Middleton, Nguyen, & Zwick, 2014). 
Amovitation happens when a person is not motivated.  Judging from the responses above, the participants mostly do 
service learning out of intrinsic motivation. But this doesn’t mean that students’ action is worthless since they have 
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positive thoughts and emotions towards service learning.   
 
4.6 Students’ perception of the social influence on service learning 
    
    Results show that most participates indicates evident social influence except Sam and Cindy. According to the 
responsess, the present study finds three sources of social influences: teachers, classmates and family. Degrees of 
influence range from evident influence to little influence. Teachers’ influence appears when they provide related 
information and constantly push students to finish the service learning hours in time so that they get a better shot on 
their application to high schools. Classmates’ influence lies in the companionship which strengthen their willingness 
to do their service learning. Family influence comes from the role modelling effect of family members, especially 
older ones.  
 
‘More or less. The teachers pushed us to finish the service learning requirements. The classmates’ influence is not 
direct, but doing service learning with classmates is happier than doing it alone.’ (Jenny-Q6) 
‘The classmates’ influences is the most evident. We work together and cooperate with each other. It promoted our 
willingness to work. The teachers encouraged us to take chances to finish the service learning hours. It’s also 
important.’ (Allen-Q6) 
‘I am probably influenced by my family, especially my grandma. She is very diligent and does much of the 
housework. When I see how diligently she does the housework, I feel that I must do things in the same attitude. The 
teachers encourages us and provides some information about service learning. As for classmates, well, some 
classmates do things diligently and on time. When I see this, I feel like doing the same. When I do things with 
classmates, I feel more at ease.’ (Henry-Q6) 
   ‘I guess the influence is not too much.’ (Sam-Q6) 
   ‘No. I just feel I must do it.’ (Cindy-Q6) 
‘Classmates. Classmates can do the service learning together.’ (Nancy-Q6) 
 
Social influence is an important element in service learning because students do it in a social setting where they 
engage in various kinds of social interaction. Students take into account the actions of other people and their past 
experience to form their own decisions about service learning. Some of their decisions are liable to change with the 
circumstances while others appear less changeable. One of the most important theories in sociology that help 
explain this phenomenon is Max Weber’s social action theory which explains a social phenomenon by analyzing it 
as the effect of individual actions (Boudon, 2001). 
 
5 Conclusion 
 
The purpose of the present study is to understand how students perceive the newly implemented service learning  
policy of Twelve-Year Basic Education Program. Analysis of the interview of shows that participants view service 
learning  as community service, which is different from the definition of the present study. Students’ perception of 
the purpose of the service learning policy has behavioral level and cognitive level and differs in degrees of 
understanding. The importance of service learning is highly recognized. What students do for service learning vary, 
according to their personal background and preferences. They can carry out their service learning either at school or 
at a certain institution in the community. The most common institution where they serve is the library-including 
school library and public one. Most participants  do their service out of extrinsic motivation-to fulfill the requirement 
of service learning hours. Social influence is evident from teachers, classmates, and family. 
Combining the results above, we come to the following conclusion: though students can’t define service learning 
precisely and don’t have complete understanding the reason of implementing the policy, they did learn some 
knowledge, attitude, and skills from their service learning experiences after they were pushed to do it. Some can 
even enjoy it. The policy of putting service learning in Twelve-Year Basic Education program has gained some 
meaningful results in the participants of the present study. Cipolle (2010) points out that adults who participate in 
any service during high school are more likely to volunteer extensively than those who don’t. The results of the 
present study reveal that service learning is worth carrying out further for students.  
    Based on the results of this study, several recommendations are presented for the government, schools, teachers, 
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parents and future studies. First, the government should reconsider the definition of service learning. The current 
policy emphasizes the service dimension and neglects the learning dimension. It is highly recommended that the 
government edit a comprehensive service learning handbook which serve as guidelines for teachers and parents to 
help students know what service learning means, why they should do it, what institutions provide opportunities for 
service learning, and other useful information. Second, schools can develop good service learning programs for 
students to participate, especially in groups since peers are one of the major sources of social influence. Teachers 
should help students understand the meaning of service learning and what they can do. They should also encourage 
students to do service not only for their own benefits, but also for the benefits of the people they serve, which brings 
deeper joy of service learning. Thus they need to do their service wholeheartedly. Parents should know more about 
service learning and be a model for it. They can actively look for opportunities of service learning and take their 
children to enroll in one or more of them, even doing the service with their children.  
 Since the present study is preliminary in nature, some limitations should be noticed. First, the participants are all 
students from one school, so the results are not representative of all the junior high schools in Taiwan. Second, the 
accuracy of their oral expressions is limited by their age and language proficiency, and so is the width and depth of 
the interview. Despite the limitations above, the present study does provide some useful information about students’ 
perceptions of service learning in the first year of Twelve -Year Basic Education Program in Taiwan. To explore the 
topic more widely and deeply, future studies should include teachers or even parents from different schools in the 
interview. Quantitative studies to measure the general knowledge and attitude of students, teachers, and parents on 
related topics are also needed.   
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